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   Mark 16:1-8; 1 Peter 1:3-9
Peter could not have been more downcast.  This rugged, once proud, disciple of Jesus was down on himself in a manner beyond measure.  By any estimate he was a failure.  He knew it, his friends knew it, and, of course, Jesus had died knowing it.  Why, Jesus even had anticipated it.
Peter must have asked himself repeatedly: How can I ever get the sights, sounds, and feelings of that horrible evening out of my mind? Peter must have asked himself repeatedly.  Peter had done the worst after vowing vociferously that he would do the best.  It all seemed like a dream now, a recurring dream—the worst nightmare imaginable.  
Peter still could feel the panic that had filled every pore of his being as he followed Jesus and his captors when they left the Garden of Gethsemane under the full moon of a Passover evening.  His heart pounding with such force as to take his breath away, Peter moved in and out of the shadows, keeping his distance from the soldiers who escorted Jesus hoping to be close enough to hear all that was said but far enough away not to be discovered and maybe arrested himself.  Listening to the rhetorical exchange between Jesus and the high priest had ripped at his heart, but, then, there were all of those liars who said things about Jesus that just were not true.  Nobody—no body—stood up for Jesus!  Nobody challenged the lies.  Nobody told the truth.  Blatant lies took on the appearance of absolute truth; injustice passed for justice.  And he kept silent, more silent than he ever had been in his life.  “Why did I not speak up?”  Self-interrogation was incessant and without end.  
Quickly after the high priest condemned Jesus for blasphemy and all the people whom he could hear and see agreed that Jesus should die, Peter saw a servant-girl who worked for the high priest; worse still, she got a glimpse of him.  After a long intense look at Peter, she recognized him as a man whom she had seen with Jesus.  “You also were with Jesus, the man from Nazareth,” the girl declared.  Her words rang in his head like a million bells clanging with such loudness that he felt he could not stand to hear another ring without losing his sanity as well as his hearing.  “No!”  The word escaped from Peter’s mouth emphatically accompanied by thoughts rushing through his psyche like sandpaper rubbing against sensitive skin: “My God, what was I thinking!  What was I saying?”  The exactness of Peter’s response to the young woman never had left him.  “I do not know or understand what you are talking about,” he told her.  When the girl challenged his honesty and reasserted her certainty that she had seen Peter with Jesus, the disciple declared more adamantly, “I do not know this man!”
Then came weeping, weeping that erupted on that terrible evening as Peter realized what he had done—how he had denied his beloved Jesus—weeping that  had not stopped.  The ache within the distraught disciple was that of a raw sore that would destroy his body or a burden pressing so heavy on his heart that he soon would lose his breath.  It was dark, very dark, physically and spiritually.
As the light broke on Sunday morning, the day after the worst Sabbath in all of history by his judgment, Peter received word of Jesus’ resurrection.  “Jesus has risen,” people were saying to each other all across Jerusalem.  Oh, no, Peter thought to himself immediately, the good news is bad news; how can I ever face Jesus again?  I was so arrogant about my courage to stand with Jesus and so defiant about my inability to betray Jesus. “Though all become deserters because of you, I will never desert you,” that is what I said to Jesus.  “Even though I must die with you, I will not deny you,” I declared, hurt somewhat that Jesus did not trust me more.  How can I ever look him in the face again?  And, what must he think of me?  I don’t know that I can stand his look of hurt and disappointment or his words of judgment.  But I must get to the bottom of this.  If Jesus has risen from the dead, I want to know it.
Peter screwed up enough courage to go out into the public again.  He felt compelled to find his friends from the Jesus’ movement and learn what had happened.
        Finally, he got the whole story from Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome.  Standing in or near the tomb in which the body of Jesus had been placed, the three women told Peter about their early morning trip to the tomb to anoint the body of Jesus with spices, their discovery that the body was not there, their encounter with an angel, and the instructions that Jesus left for his disciples.  “Go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.”
Peter was stunned!  “Say that again,” Peter must have blurted out; “Go slowly and tell me word for word exactly what Jesus had told the angel to pass on to us.”  One of the women began the repetition, “Go tell his disciples and Peter that . . .”  “No, no, stop right there,” Peter shouted.  “Are you sure that is what was said?  Did he call my name?  Are you absolutely certain that Jesus called my name?”
Once he was convinced that the women were telling the story correctly and that Jesus actually had singled him out by name among those to meet him in Galilee, the raw sore felt like it was healing, the heavy burden seemed to be lifting.  Peter could breathe again and more importantly he was beginning to hope again.  Those realizations came to him in a rush as he was running, running as hard and fast as his fisherman’s feet would carry him, running toward Galilee.
That is the gospel story for today.  Now, look at its meaning.  From this story come insights of incredible significance to every one of us.
First, here is solid, credible evidence that the first gospel in the Christian Scriptures, the Gospel of Mark, came straight from the stories and comments of Peter.  What impeccable internal evidence of its authorship resides in this post-resurrection narrative from Peter!  Though the other gospels record Jesus’ post-resurrection instructions for the disciples to meet him in Galilee, only the Gospel of Mark contains the explicit reference to Peter and his inclusion among those Jesus said he wanted to meet in Galilee.  The reference to Peter was not as important to anyone else as it was to Peter.  He knew the meaning of the angel calling his name, of Jesus wanting to make certain that the invitation to Galilee included him.  Jesus was not finished with him!  His betrayal of Jesus had not caused Jesus to give up on him!  
Second, Jesus demonstrated the personal nature of a universal gospel.  Jesus knew Peter, knew him well enough to understand that with good intentions he often promised more than he could deliver, pledged to do more than he could do; knew him well enough to anticipate his failure of courage even in the face of strong intentions; knew him well enough to know how ashamed, heartbroken, and despondent he must have become since the crucifixion; knew him well enough to understand that Peter, given his failure, would be reticent to consider himself still one of the disciples.  Jesus wanted no mistake here, no misunderstanding.  “Tell the disciples and Peter,” he said.  Jesus knew Peter well enough to know that he still could be an exemplary disciple. 
Jesus knows us every bit that well also.  Jesus’ implied affirmation of forgiveness was as personal as it was general.  Forgiveness was for everybody, to be sure, including us.  But each person would need to see the relevance and assurance of forgiveness for her self or for himself.  The universal gospel is profoundly personal in nature.
Each of us can insert our name where the name of Peter appears in this gospel text.  Jesus was not just referencing one disciple who had experienced doubts, failure of nerve, sin; Jesus was beaming a truth to all of us, to every one of us, as well.
Jesus post-resurrection reference to his desire to meet with Peter in Galilee rings like a cosmic clarion affirming the truth that no failure, no doubt, no sin defines a person’s life forever.  Yes, what Peter did, or failed to do, was wrong, tragic, and hurtful.  But Peter’s denial of Christ did not exempt him from the love of Christ or from the possibility of living as a follower of Christ.  It was as if Jesus was saying to each of us, “You cannot do anything bad enough to make me not love you and want to be a part of your life.  You never can go far enough away from me to be outside the reach of my love.”  This is the way God loves us!
A few weeks ago, on the edge of Harlem, a friend told me about a statement from a young girl who lives in Harlem.  The two were talking about tragic events that had occurred in her neighborhood and what they meant for the future.  This young woman made the observation, “A human being is worth more than anything they have done.”  Precisely!  That was Jesus’ point.
Our faith is universal, to be sure, but it is, without exception, intensely, intimately personal.  Forgiveness is an individual possibility for everybody, not only a lofty spiritual doctrine.  And, the reality of forgiveness has your name on it, and mine.  It is not only true that God loves the world, that Jesus is for everybody, but that God loves you and me, each one of us personally, each one of us distinctly and desires a relationship with each one of us as well as with all of us.
The little epistle of 1 Peter provides us with insight into the impact of the message that Jesus left for Peter at the tomb on Peter’s experience of faith for the remainder of his life.  This particular pastoral letter was written to offer encouragement to people who were enduring a barrage of persecution—individuals being persecuted because they were Christians.  
Look, less than ten lines into his correspondence, Peter references God as revealed in Jesus as the source of new birth.  He relates the possibility of hope to the reality of Jesus’ resurrection.  It is obvious, is it not, that the apostle was writing autobiography, not just theology.  He was speaking to the people’s experience in a time of trial out of his own experience in a time of trial.  Peter wrote of a faith that is perishable but precious and persistent.  Stay the course, Peter urged these people under siege.
What a powerful message!  And, what a powerful messenger!  Peter could write of the best because he had seen the worst.  This was no Pollyanna speaking glowing words of optimism from an ideological stump.  This was a hard-nosed realist who knew the possibility of betrayal as well as the possibility of faithfulness.  Peter was writing against the backdrop of an experience in which he had done what he never thought he was capable of doing—he had failed even to acknowledge his relationship with Christ much less his devotion to Christ.  Now, though, he was acknowledging the importance of another moment of difficulty and calling for fidelity.  Stay the course, he was writing; keep the faith!
Over the next several days, as Roman Catholics and others of us, mourn the death of Pope John Paul II, you will hear frequent references to Simon Peter.  Those who occupy the highest office in the Roman Catholic Church, bearing the title “the vicar of Christ,” place themselves in the shoes of the fisherman known as Simon Peter.  St. Peter’s square that unfolds across the entrance to St. Peter’s Basilica honors the man who slumped against a rough wall late one evening somewhere in Jerusalem and in a moment of bitter testing denied that he ever had known Jesus.  The leadership of the Catholic world traces its history back to the man to whom, they say, Jesus entrusted the keys to the church, the man who three times in one evening divorced himself completely from the one who founded the church.  Things change and people change given the impact of God on their lives.
What hope there is here! The summon of the gospel—an invitation laced with promise—is to a personal relationship with God that will not be denied or terminated because of doubts, failures, mistakes and/or sins.  Don’t ever forget that the first words out of the mouth of the risen Christ were directed with special focus to a man who had done the worst wrong imaginable.  If not even a denial of Christ can make impossible faith and a life with Christ, what in God’s name can do it?  The answer resounds like thunder from the entrance to an empty garden tomb, “Nothing.”  Nothing can separate us from the love of Christ!
So, wherever it is that we can meet Christ, the Galilee of our day, this church, your workplace, at home, in school, on a new venture, in some distant locale, it is best that we be on our way there.  And, I strongly suggest running.  Amen.  

PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, what a first week we have had in this holy season of Easter!  Frankly, our thoughts have turned more regularly to suffering and dying than to a continuing celebration of resurrection and living.
This morning we pray for all involved in Roman Catholic Christianity around the world. Touch with comfort their ache evoked by the loss of their spiritual leader.  Enable them to find in the rituals of their worship and the convictions of their tradition sources of hope for the future as well as of consolation for the present.
We join our voices with their voices, O God, in giving thanks for our brother John Paul II.  We have so much to learn from his life and its legacy—the potential to be true to our own convictions while enjoying cooperation with people who do not hold all of our convictions; the power of forgiveness to bridge ancient chasms between Christians and Jews as well as between Jews, Christians, and Muslims; the moral authority derived from courageous consistency regarding the value of life; the transformative nature of courage that makes possible speaking truth to power without concerns for narrow nationalism, political gain, and institutional aggrandizement; the grace to say “We were wrong;” the prophetic compassion that challenges a run-away materialism and never loses sight of our calling to be with and for the poor.  
During this season of Easter, as one part of the world-wide religious family now grieves appropriately, inspire others in that family, others like us, to learn from the dying, to respect the grieving, and to ponder how best we may get on with living and increasing the quality of life for all people.  Amen.  
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